COMING OUT IN THE 
WOMEN'S MOVEMENT 
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In the winter of 1969-70, I joined a consciousness 
raising group and a newly formed women’s newspaper. 
My life had been typical of a well-socialized American 
female. I had interrupted college at twenty to marry a 
man both older and above me in social class. I supported 
him through graduate school, then went back to school 
myself to get a degree. I started graduate school, dropped 
out when my first child was an infant, returned to school 
then dropped out again. Finally, I got pregnant a second 
time because I didn’t know what else to do. 

Graduate school had been all too depressing. I never had 
a woman teacher; one teacher even boasted that he would 
refuse to teach in a department with a woman. Another 
upon meeting me suggested I do my thesis with him, after 
staring at my legs for five minutes. I had become unable 
to complete my work, an “erratic underachiever,” they 
said. It was becoming clear that there were no teaching 
jobs available for women in my field; the possibilities of 
work were the same ones I had already been through: 
waitress, nurses’ aide, secretary, admitting clerk in a hos- 
pital. My husband was angry at my long periods of depres- 
sion and what he called “my low level of functioning’’-- 
“T don’t see why you can’t have this apartment clean and 
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dinner fixed when I get home. You have nothing else to do 
all day.” 

Thus at 27, pregnant and with a toddler, I came to the 
women’s movement. I had never been in a political move- 
ment before. I tended toward the conservative end of 
liberalism, I suppose. After all, I had married ‘“‘up’’, the 
system had been good to me. I was extremely naive about 
power. I remember clearly the first time I realized my 
husband wasn’t in total sympathy with the movement. I 
brought home a newspaper account of women sitting-in 
at a male-only university karate course. He said that wom- 
en only wanted to be violent like men. I asked whether 
defending yourself against rape was being violent like a 
man. He countered that rape was hardly a big enough rea- 
son to train yourself to become a potential killer. From 
then to the end only took nine months. 

For the month before I asked him to leave, I had a recur- 
ring dream: I was a leaf in the wind being tossed and 
turned to and fro endlessly. To stop the dream I had to 
wake myself up. I realized that I had never really imagined 
myself without a man. I had always assumed I would get 
married. I had never really thought I would have to 
support myself and/or my children by myself all of my 
life. I was suddenly scared to death of the lack of struc- 
tures in my life: no marriage, no family, no job, no reason 
to be living in the city I was in. (I had come there for 
my husband’s job.) I now had to do everything for myself, 
make my own life choices, deal with the world myself. [ 
found that I had no center to myself; my center had always 
been my husband, or my husband/children. 

How had I come to such a frightening decision? Through 
working with women for the liberation of women. At first 
my husband became irrelevant; he wasn’t nearly as exciting 
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and provocative as the women I was working with. He had 
very little to say about my oppression; he wasn’t interested 
in putting all his time and energy in on behalf of women. 
Later he became a hindrance; his needs had always come 
first in the marriage and to change that was a constant 
battle. 

Almost everything I was reading at the time lead me 
toward lesbianism. If ‘““The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm” 
was true, then intercourse was not necessary or even rele- 
vant to my sexual satisfaction. If “Sexual Politics” was 
right that male sexuality was an expression of power and 
dominance, then I was choosing my own oppression to stay 
in a relationship with a man. If sex roles were an invention 
of society, then women--not just men--were possible peo- 
ple to love, in the fullest sense of that word. If I could hug 
and kiss a woman I loved, why couldn’t I touch all of her 
body? Since my husband really thought men were 
superior, then wasn’t my needing to be in a relationship 
with someone superior to me, self-hating and woman- 
hating? The conclusion seemed inescapable. I asked my 
husband to leave; he took our son and I kept our daughter. 


Lesbian Oppression 


Deciding that a course of action is best and carrying it 
out are two different cans of worms. I had some sense of 
the tremendous changes in my own psychology becoming 
a lesbian would require; I had no conception of the road- 
blocks society would throw up. Telling my family was my 
first shock; I said that I was getting divorced in order to 
become independent. My parents were furious; how could 
I break up my family for such a selfish and self-centered 
reason. I was just trying to shirk my responsibilities. I was 
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lucky to have such a nice husband. He never beat me; he 
didn’t drink; he didn’t have a mistress; he supported me 
well. I was ungrateful; I didn’t realize how lucky I was. 
My father yelled at my mother. She had failed in raising 
me. My mother blamed herself; she didn’t understand 
where she had gone wrong. I clearly had become a “bad 
woman.” My mother stopped being sympathetic; my 
father withdrew in hurt and anger. My mother said my 
father felt I had been mean to him. How? Because I had 
divorced Bob. Men stick together to the end. 

That was only the beginning. I was getting my initiation 
into lesbian oppression. Most of the women I worked with 
were surprisingly non-committal. I had expected joy and 
jubilation, since I was choosing myself, other women, and 
strength. The non-committal attitude turned into outright 
hostility whenever I discussed the political implications of 
my choice. It might have been ok if I had said that my 
choice was purely personal, that it had no relevance to any 
other feminist’s life. But to suggest that becoming a les- 
bian might be a happier, more whole way of life for any 
feminist was too much. In a newspaper article my politics 
were identified with those of Norman Mailer-sexual 
fascism: Mailer required all women to be heterosexual and 
I required them all to be lesbian. Of course, it was ignored 
that Mailer had every institution in society on his side mak- 
ing heterosexuality the only choice even imaginable to 
90% of the women in America. To compare that to one 
woman’s voice with no power behind it except perhaps a 
glimmer of truth was and is ludicrous. 

The full range of attitudes and prejudices came out in 
the course of a meeting of a daycare center I had helped 
found and worked in for nine months. One woman ex- 
pressed misgivings about me or my friends being around 
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her daughter since I had become a lesbian. She evidently 
thought I would molest her little precious; she had no 
similar qualms about my being around her son when I was 
heterosexual. Nor had she any qualms about the hetero- 
sexual men being around her daughter which is strange 
since 100% of the child molestation cases reported in 
D.C. last year were committed by men. Another woman 
said she thought lesbians were too hostile, angry and man- 
hating to be around children who needed love and good 
vibes. Someone expressed regret at my husband’s leaving 
since he was one of the few men she could relate to. Bet- 
ter to have a man around to relate to than have a fellow 
sister grow and become strong. The sexism inherent in 
almost all the responses was glaring. Some of the men at 
the daycare center were outrageously piggy toward the 
children but they were never called on the carpet at a 
meeting or put in the position of having to defend them- 
selves as I was. In general the parents agreed that they were 
open to their children becoming bi-sexual but they cer- 
tainly didn’t want them encouraged to become little 
dykes and faggots. 

I slowly left the women’s movement or more peectndiely 
I was slowly pushed out. I had never envisioned myself a 
lesbian/separatist when I left my husband. The women’s 
movement had given me the ideas, strength and support to 
do something I thought best for me and womankind; 
I had no idea it would reject me once I had done it. 


Heterosexual Privilege 
I had heard the term “‘heterosexual privilege” before, 


but I never really understood how it worked. Now I knew. 
When I was heterosexual I was accepted as normal by my 


95 


family, friends, acquaintances, and contacts. But once I 
started putting myself and other women first in my life I 
was variously seen as: unnatural, immoral, perverted, 
disgusting, sick or a sexual fascist. In general, heterosexual 
feminists felt themselves superior to lesbians since they 
were involved in natural relationships. If I was honest 
about my lesbian relationship, I was flagrant. When they 
met their men at the door with kisses, that was normal. 
They were willing to accept my lesbianism only if it was 
secreted and viewed as minor to my life. They kept telling 
me it didn’t make any difference who I personally loved. 
But I knew it made a tremendous difference. I was begin- 
ning to get the feeling that lesbianism was of crucial 
importance to feminism. Otherwise, why was I being 
oppressed so much for it, why was it so threatening to 
both men and women. 

As I tried to live as an open lesbian I began to see the 
privileges I had taken for granted when married. My hus- 
band had been able to make more money than my lover 
and I together. There were no daycare centers for children 
under three since, of course, mothers should stay home 
and let their husbands work. But my lover couldn’t make 
enough money as a waitress to support us both. My hus- 
band had taken the car; I was unable to get a loan for 
another one. I had no credit as it was all in my husband’s 
name. Landlords wanted to rent houses to families; I had 
to pretend I was straight to get a job. 

I realized that when I was married I had been bought 
off. I had accepted being subservient, sexually available, 
and keeper of his home in return for some degree of eco- 
nomic security and social acceptance. I had become a fat 
hen who gave up her freedom for regular corn. Being a 
bird who could fly was risky; and you ended up not nearly 
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as well-fed. At some point in my life I had sold out as a 
form of survival. 


Fee aaeerelnticn wontiatteminis sill Oe 
LT a a 
treal_them a little better. ™y co-workers at thé newspaper 
were threatened by my becoming a lesbian. If I could do 


it, they could do it. They could stop co-operating in their 
oppression. They could choose to be lesbians, lesbians 
weren’t born, they were made. I wasn’t a rich artist who 
lived in Paris, I was an ordinary housewife with two kids 
and no skills, who with the help of women’s liberation had 
taken her life into her own hands. And they could too. 
Even in the women’s movement, women punish other 
women who stop accepting their role as weak, passive and 
dependent. Women who step out of line are threatening 
because they offer that choice as a possibility to others. 


Myths About Lesbians 


Most women accept the male myths about lesbians with- 
out questioning the use of those myths to keep women 
apart. Lesbianism is threatening to male social power be- 
cause it represents the spectre of women united in their 
own interests. It is threatening to individual male power 
because it represents the loss of a personal servant, plus an 
always available sperm receptacle. It is quite inconceivable 
to most men that women could actually prefer female 
company and bodies to their own. The male ego is closely 
linked to his sense of superiority over women; he is out- 
raged to think a “‘mere” woman could be thought his equal. 

The most common myth accepted was that lesbians 
wanted to be men; they were unhappy male egos trapped 
in female bodies; they had confused sexual identities. 
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In fact, lesbians don’t even like men and the world they’ve } 
made. Why would anyone want to be rapists, perpetrators | 
of wars and sexual and racial oppression, pollutors and : 
capitalists? Certainly no self-respecting woman. Lesbians 
do, however, want many of the freedoms men have 
reserved for themselves. They want self-determination over 
their own bodies and children. They want access to the 
many areas men have forbidden them: governing the socie- 
ty through decision-making at all levels, physical strength 
and athletic ability, knowledge and skills from plumbing 
to bio-chemistry. Lesbians see the whole world as their 
province and aren’t content to be restricted to woman’s 
place. 

The second myth is that lesbians embody in exaggerated 
form all the despicable qualities of men. They are always 
“on the make,” they rape women, molest children, and 
view other women as “‘sexual objects.” In fact, men have 
taken those very qualities women fear them for and have 
projected them onto lesbians. Thus women end up fearing 
lesbians more than men. By making lesbians “bogeywomen”’ 
men have kept women from loving and respecting each 
other, thereby robbing us of our greatest strength and po- 
tential for unity. 

The third most common myth is that lesbians are just 
as involved in role-playing as are heterosexual couples-- 
everybody knows about butch and femme. The aim of roles 
is not simply to divide all behavior, dress, jobs, etc. into 
two separate spheres. The aim is to make one set the 
superior role, to give one role power over the other. When 
two women are involved in a relationship, neither of them 
has the real social power behind a role to fall back on. 
Even if there is a “butch,” she cannot marshall social 
pressure of family, friends and acquaintances to keep her 
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femme dependent. She can’t legally rape her (in marriage 
there is no rape); she can’t leave her with five kids and no 
job; she has no church, marriage contract, or legal struc- 
tures on her side. Behind the male role is social power, 
economic clout and physical strength. There is no such 
reality behind a butch. 

Lesbians, in fact, are women and as such, they have all 
been socialized to be women. Most are actively involved 
in trying to overcome that female-training; they want to be 
what straights call “butches.’’ They want to be physicall 
strong enough to defend themselves; they want to be 
psychologically able to put their own needs and growth 
first; they want skills and jobs so they can support them- 
selves and take care of themselves and each other. They 
want to be women who can establish relationships with 
each other out of mutual love, respect and equality--not 
out of desperate need and economic necessity. Lesbians do 
not sit and passively wait for a female knight in shining 
armor to come take them away to bliss. They are not 
looking for a love partner whom they can take care of, 
live through, and dedicate their lives to, secure in a role. 
Together, they are engaged in a fight to build positive, 
active, aggressive selves who can take control of their lives. 

One stereotype concerns lesbians wearing male clothing. 
Lesbians wear male clothing because it’s more comfortable, 
better made, more durable, cheaper and doesn’t immed- 
iately brand you as a potential “sex object” to all men. 
Female clothing, just like female hair styles, and ‘“‘femi- 
nine mannerisms” are all aimed at making the differences 
between men and women readily apparent. If men and 
women dressed and acted alike only very large men and 
very small women would be easily recognizable. How 
would men know who to treat as inferior, who to hire as 
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secretaries, who to rape? Female clothing keeps women less 
mobile and more physically vulnerable. Ever try to escape 
from or fight a rapist in tight baggies and stacked heels? 


Lesbianism & The Feminist Analysis 


When I left marriage and the family, I was uncertain 
about the connection between the liberation of women and 
lesbainism. I only knew that becoming a lesbian was tre 
dously significant to my life. As I encountered the op- 
pression that society heaps on lesbians I sensed that lesbian- 
ism must be, in some way, crucial to ending the exploita- 
tion of women. 

The feminist analysis of women’s condition asserts the 
exploitation of women as a sex--women are exploited by 
men because they are women, because they have different 
genitals. Women’s biology dictates that new generations 
of people be produced via women’s bodies; in other words 
women provide necessary social labor just by being women. 
Through the process of becoming impregnated, carrying a 
child, and giving birth, woman performs an absolutely 
socially necessary task. Men have taken this biological fact 
and turned it into an ideology about woman’s place. 

Because some women must give birth each generation, 
men have constructed an ideology which says that: 

1) The aim of all women’s lives is to give birth. (Mother- 
ood) 

2) Because vaginal intercourse is necessary to impregna- 
tion, all sexual activity must have vaginal intercourse as its 
end. (Heterosexuality) 

3) Because male impregnation is necessary to birth, 
women must bind themselves for life to the man who 
impregnates them. (Marriage) 
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4) All women must not only birth but also raise children. 
Women have a necessary relation to providing for children’s 
day-to-day needs. (The Family) 

5) Because women take care of children and are married, 
they must also take care of their men, which they cannot 
do properly if they leave the home to work. If they leave 
the home to work, it must be for the preservation of the 
home and they must still meet their husband’s and 
children’s daily needs. (Housewifery) 

6) If women work outside the home, it should only be 
in the capacity of meeting men’s needs (waitresses, sec- 
retaries) or children’s needs (teachers, nurses). Because 
it is less important than men’s work (the primary work), 
it can be paid less. (Job discrimination) 

Men have taken the natural fact that woman reproduces 
the species and constructed an ideology that says that 
motherhood, heterosexuality, marriage, the family, house- 
wifery and a secondary place in the job market are natural. 
In early feminist analysis, all of those “natural” constructs 
were challenged except heterosexuality. Early feminism 
took for granted that “natural sexuality” was hetero- 
sexuality; that “natural sexual relations” was vaginal inter- 
course; that female sexuality must be directed toward 
men. In other words, feminists still felt themselves to be 
“naturally” dependent on men for sexual satisfaction. 

Women’s sexuality per se is in no way naturally or neces- 
sarily connected to penises or penile penetration. Fucking 
once is necessary to getting pregnant once, that’s all. 
Female orgasm originates in the clitoris whose stimulation 
is only peripherally involved in intercourse. Many other 
forms of clitoral stimulation are more effective than 
penile interpenetration. In fact, the vagina’s only function 
is as a passageway between the external organs of sensual 
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satisfaction (clitoris, labia, plevic floor, etc.) and the 
reproductive organs (uterus, fallopian tubes, etc.). The 
vagina has sensory nerves only at its entrance. This is not 
to deny that the vagina contracts during orgasm, so does 
the uterus; but orgasm originates in the clitoris and is 
dependent on clitoral stimulation. So, although it’s pos- 
sible for women to experience orgasm during intercourse; 
intercourse isn’t necessary or even the “best way” for 
women to achieve sexual satisfaction. 

However, men seem to think that it is the best way for 
men to achieve sexual satisfaction. So they have used 
female sexuality in service of their own. They have placed 
their own sexual interests ahead of women’s during the 
course of which they have totally distorted female 
sexuality: ‘‘“Men need sex more than women; women are 
naturally masochistic (they get pleasure from pain); if 
women don’t enjoy fucking, they’re frigid; the only 
orgasm is vaginal; if women don’t have orgasm during 
intercourse, it’s their own fault, etc.” Male sexuality 
then has become a matter of male imposition of his sup- 
posed sexual needs upon women, with a mythology devel- 
oped to justify it. 

In other words, heterosexuality as an institution operates 
for the benefit of men. It is in men’s interests for women 
to think that they “‘need”’ men for sexual pleasure, to think 
that vaginal intercourse is the only “natural” expression 
of female sexuality. Heterosexuality keeps women think- 
ing that without a man in their lives they have to become 
asexual. Women are taught that the only way to get physi- 
cal affection and sexual satisfaction is to be heterosexual. 
Thus women have seemingly ‘“‘chosen”’ heterosexuality-- 
and generally think that women who haven’t are a deviant 
minority. 
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In the context of the institutional nature of enforced 
heterosexuality, lesbianism is an act of individual rebellion. 
The lesbian refuses to make the male’s sexual “needs” 
primary. She sets out to reclaim her own sexuality, dis- 
cover her own sexual needs and aggressively pursue them 
with other like-minded women. Female sexual passivity is 
central to heterosexuality. Women wait for men to make a 
date, make the first move, and finally to “set it up.” 
Men are “turned off” by women who are aggressive and 
pushy about what they want and need. It is no accident 
that the “missionary” position is the favored one in ad- 
vanced patriarchy. The man is “‘on top”’ in bed just as he is 
in the economy and politics. The woman is pinned down, 
can hardly move, and has the least chance of having an 
orgasm. If marriage is legalized prostitution, then hetero- 
sexuality is socially approved rape. 

Thinking that your sexuality has to be directed toward 

men is analagous to thinking that your life must be direct- 
ed toward men. Both are part of an ideology aimed at mak- 
ing and keeping women dependent. If women continue to 
lend their bodies to men to be used and entered for male 
pleasure, they are going to find it very hard to keep from 
lending their lives to men to be used for their ends. 
n a world devoid of male power and, therefore, sex 
roles, who you lived with, loved, slept with and were 
committed to would be irrelevant. All of us would be 
equal and have equal determination over the society and 
how it met our needs. Until this happens, how we use our 
sexuality and our bodies is just as relevant to our liberation 
as how we use our minds and time. 
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